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Article 15

What Pain?
Mark Druffner

The author wrote this paper )'l'hen he was a third year biolog.1' major in
th e pre-med honors program at Boston College and sub milled it as a term
paper/or a course entitled" Medicine in Literature."

Pain is "a basic bodily sensation induced by a noxious stimuli . .. acute
mental or emotional distress or suffering.'" Those who suffer physical pain
are emotionally affected. Prisoners of war and victims of torture are
permanently scarred by the pain they have suffered . Those who inflict
pain, however, often do not suffer. Many times the suffering he has seen in
the past makes the oppressor callous to the suffering he inflicts.
In this essay I would like to attempt to explain why physicians continue
to perform abortions if there is significant evidence that the procedure
causes the fetus severe physical pain. I cannot offer evidence that the pain
suffered by the fetus causes emotional suffering, any more than I can prove
that physically punishing an infant produces emotio flal suffering.
Therefore, we must look at physical pain as a source of misery and the
inflictor of that pain as one who could induce human suffering.
I would like to focus on the abortionist as the physician who inflicts pain
and possible emotional suffering on a human fetus . Certainly the notion of
a doctor who inflicts pain, instead of alleviating it, is contrary to the
traditional meaning of a physician who keeps his patients "from harm and
injustice."2 My purpose is to present evidence that fetal pain exists and
then apply the views of Anton Chekhov, Albert Camus, and Graham
Greene, in order to understand how a physician may become insensitive to
the physical pain of his patients. Such developed callousness may cause the
abortionist to be indifferent to the pain that he inflicts.
In his essay on the observation of an abortion, Richard Selzer describes
the reaction of the fetus to the needle of the abortionist.
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The needle sinks into the abdominal wall ... Are you feeling any pain? he asks.
She smiles , shakes her head ... I see a movement - a small one ... And now I see it
is the hub of the needle in th e woman's bod y that has jerked. First to one side.
Then to the other side ... It is the fetus that worries thus. It is the fetus struggling
aga in st the needle . Struggling? How can this be? I think: that cannot be. I think:
the fetus feels no pain , cannot feel fear , has no moti vation. It is merel y a reflex. I
point to the needle. It is a reflex says the doctor 3

Selzer describes the indifference of the abortionist toward the
movement of the fetus. Although the abortionist describes the movement
as a reflex , he later tells Selzer "of an abortion in which the fetus cried after
is was passed. "4
Recently a spokesman for the American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists (ACOG) said that he was "unaware of any evidence . .. that
pain is perceived by the fetus ."5 Also , Erwin E. Nichols, M.D., ACOG
director of practice activities , said he was "unaware of any evidence that
pain is perceived by a fetus." Dr. Nichols said a fetus may have
"demonstrated neurological reflexes but that this should not be
interpreted as pain ."6
Dr. Vincent Collins , professor af anesthesiology at Northwestern
University, contends that "a fetus shows the precise behavior that you or I
show in avoiding pain. It is not a reflex but an actual aversion to a needle ."7
Human pain is defined by physiological psychologist Neil R. Carlson as
"more than a mere sensation; pain serves a more constructive role."8 He
suggests that pain protects the body from injury.
Dr. Collins gives evidence of fetal pain:
I.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

The cortex is developed between four and five weeks of age.
Reflex actions can be observed between four and six weeks of age.
Brain waves are detectable between six and seven weeks.
Nerves connecting the spina l cord to peripheral structure ~ have developed
between six and eight weeks.
Adverse reactions to stimuli are observed between eight and ten weeks.
Neurotransmitters capable of sending pain signals to the brain are present at
12 weeks·

Eyewitnesses to Fetal Pain

Other physicians give eyewitness accounts offetal pain. "You can tell by
the contours on their faces that aborted fetuses feel pain ." 10 Another
obstetrician describes a fetus expelled by prostaglandin abortion and said
the mother witnessed "the thrashing and gruesome trauma on his face and
knew the fetus had suffered."11 Dr. Collins mentions that "Saline
abortions cause the fetus to feel the same agony as an adult who has
suffered burns on 80 to 90 percent of his body . . . the fetus squirms, throws
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himself around and shows a total grimacing pattern of withdrawal."12
This reaction of the fetus is consistent with Carlson's definition of pain as
having a constructive role , that is, existing as a protective mechanism .
Recently more than 25 obstetricians and gynecologists, including two
past presidents of the ACOG, sent President Ronald Reagan a letter
confirm ing his stand on the capability of the human fetus to feel pain.
They mention that:

1

Observation of the fetal electrocardiog ram and the increase in fetal movements
in sa line aborti o n s indicates th at th e fetus experiences discomfort as it dies.
when y ou inject the sa line you often see an increase in fetal movements: it's
horrib le. ··1.1

If abort ionists are presented daily with evidence that the fetus
experiences pain, why do they contin ue their procedures? I would like to
suggest that they continue to perform abortions not merely because of the
personal income in vo lved, but because, as Chekhov suggests to Dr.
Ragin, many physicians do not know the meaning of suffering.
In Ward Number Six, Dr. Ragin makes the statement that "pain is the
vivid impression of feeling pain."'4 Perhaps the abort ioni st has the
attitude that Gromov points out to Dr. Ragin.
Contempt for suffering . perma nent contentment. ne ve r being surprised ... it just
means sinking to that condition ... or else it mean s so hardenin g one's self
through suffering that one loses all se nsitivity - gives up in other words."1 5

How easy it would be for a successful "content" physician after
becoming callous to the suffering of countless patients, to become an
abortion ist, one who is insensitive to the pain which he inflicts. Perhaps
he believes in the stoicism of Dr. Ragin. Gromov, a physically beaten
patient in the asylum visited by Ragin , condemns this stoidsm saying that
Ragin's indifference to "cold, hunger, injury and fear of death
la
Hamlet" proves that he rejects the "very essence of being a man."I" Dr.
Ragin has never suffered or attempted to empathize with his patients.
Perhaps the abortionist is the same.
Just like Ragin who is deceived that he has found true happiness by
willing himself "to change the impression of pain"l ) in his own life, the
abortionist is deceived by believing that he contributes a service to
humanity through abortion while becoming oblivious to the pain he
inflicts. He is deceived in that the abortion he performs intensifies, rather
than alleviates , the suffering of humanity.
It see ms as though an inversion is occurring in medicine. Those whose
goal was once to cure pain , suffering, and sickness now are becoming the
instruments of those evils .

a
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Training Fails to Engrave 'Empathy'

Perhaps it is the system of medical training that fails to engrave the word
"empathy" in the vocabulary of the physician . Or perhaps many modern
physicians like Dr. Ragin "never had any vocation for medicine or science
in general."I XOr perhaps the daily drudgery of the hospital takes its toll on
physicians. Chekhov describes Ragin's attitude at the hospital. "Having
taken on thejob. Ragin adopted an attitude of apparent indifference to the
irregularities ... in due course he has become obviously bored with the
monotony and palpable futility of his job."19
Contemporary physicians experience the same boredom as Dr. Ragin.
Some revitalize their vocations by remaining sensitive to their patients'
suffering, others drift into refrigeration to become medical technocrats. I
believe that the abortionist has not remained sensitive enough to the pain
of others in order to protect his own emotional stability. There is a way to
remain sensitive to the pain of others without becoming enveloped in a sea
of emotion. In The Plague. Dr. Rieux is an example of a doctor who has
become calloused enough to protect his sanity, but sensitive enough to
revitalize his vocation and become more dedicated to the alleviation of
misery . The abortionist might take note that Rieux is not insensitive to the
pain inflicted upon those of the human species.
Dr. Rieux possesses the qualities which endure the intense darkness of
the plague . Both his perseverance and his empathy toward the suffering
patient become two of his key attributes. Rieux is puzzled by the suffering
of the innocent. much like Ivan in The Brothers Karall7a::.o\ '. He proclaims
that we "must struggle with all our might against death."211 His steadfast
loyalty to fighting sickness stems from the sufffering he has witnessed.
Despite his disbelief in God and although he "has hardened his heart to
carry on",21 Rieux must be praised as a faithful physician. For Rieux, the
plague presents a "never ending defeat",n but amazingly enough, he
refuses defeat and presses onward.
Rieux's second attribute is his empathy. Witnessing such suffering
enables him to feel for his patients. The tortured deaths of Othon's son and
of the saintly Tarrou are vivid accounts of Rieux's ability to feel the agony
of his patients. He feels enough to become aware of the suffering, but not
enough to become so engulfed that he despairs and becomes indifferent. I
believe that Rieux's tremendous empathy is what makes him so steadfast.
He feels the suffering of the innocent victims and from this comes the need
to rebel and struggle against the plague .
If one is to enter a profession such as Rieux's, one must possess the
empathy toward those who suffer and the courage and perseverance to
fight against all plague. Perhaps fewer 20th century physicians would
perform abortions if they had learned the attributes of Dr. Rieux.
In A Burnt OUI Case, Graham Greene offers a strong reminder that a
busy professional life can promote ind ifference to the suffering and reality
of the professional life. I prefer to use Chekhov's definition of the human
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condition as told to Dr. Ragin by Gromov, the patient.
I know God made me of warm blood and nerves, that I do know, sir. Now,
organic tissue with any spark of vitality must react to every stimulus. So react I
do' To pain I respond with shouts and tears, meanness makes me indignant.
revolting behavior sickens me. This is wha t life means ... Why it's so obvious!
The man's a doctor and he doesn't even know a little thing like that'"

Querry's success in his professional career led to the manipulation of
those around him. His love for mankind was slow ly decaying. There are
strong parallels between Querry's career and that of a "burnt out"
physician. Querry realizes that his life lacks something crucial and he
escapes to a leprosarium to find a cure.
Querry's cure starts with the realization of his manipulations. He
promises never again to involve another in his lack of love. 24 Like an
alcoholic whose first step to a cure is to openly admit his problem, Querry
acknowledges his flaws to Dr. Colin. Colin prescribes that Querry must
experience suffering in order to reacquaint himself with the human
conditions.
Wouldn't you rather suffer than feel discomfort" Discomfort irritates our ego like
a mosquito-bite. We become aware of ourselves the more uncomfortable we are ,
but. suffering is quite a different matter. Sometimes I think that the search for
suffering and the remembrance of suffering are the only means we have to put
ourselves in touch with the whole human condition.

The daily events at the leprosarium and his constant reflection of his
past career, along with his experiences with Oeo Gratias, the Ryckers and
Parkinson , all contributed to Querry's suffering, Querry's eventual murder
adds the final touch to his suffering. I believe that even as Querry was
dying, he understood that the past months at the leprosarium were the only
cure for his indifference to the human condition ,
Necessity of Reflection
. .
I am not suggestmg that modern phYSICIans go to such drastIc measures
as Querry, but, appropriate reflection is necessary when a physician knows
that he is out of touch with the human condition, the object of his vocation,
If reflection is not pursued , then indifference can lead to decisions or
procedures which add to the misery of the human condition. Abortion is
such a procedure.
I don't wish the reader to think I am making a general statement about
all abortionists as being cold, hard and calloused . I merely wish to suggest
that the current system of health care training, especially of physicians, is
conducive to apathy and is in need of humanization. There must be
changes at the basic level of medical training. As a pre-med student, I
experience the cut-throat competition daily. Even at this point I can
understand how easy it is to become insensitive to the needs of others, since
the main purpose of my education at this time is to survive the elimination
process. Every pre-med learns how to survive, not so much by utilizing
.
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unfair means, but by focusing on himself and disregarding others. How
many pre-meds will take the time to help out a fellow student? Often they
are too busy with their own lives. Besides if they take the time to help
someone else, won't that be one more person who is now on their level of
understanding and will add to the competition?
Professors of science and medicine fail to show their students that man is
more than a mass of organized biochemistry. Isn't he flesh and blood,
spirit and intelligence? Don't his pain and suffering affect his emotional
stability? Aren't the sufferings of his childhood a major intluence on the
rest of his life? Therefore the training system fails to reveal the human
condition. Hence many aspiring young professionals are oblivious to the
human condition. It is easier and less aggravating to think of the patient as
a malfunctioning biomachine than one whose physical pain and fear of
death are integrally related. The indifference of physicians as well as many
professionals stems from the self-centered atmosphere of their ed ucation.
Their developed apathy has a direct influence on their professional
decisions.
Perha ps mandating courses in ethics, philosophy, and literature, as well
as service work to the terminally ill, would give the future physician an
opportunity to see the relevance of pain to the human condition. If the
inflicted pain of an abortion worsens the human condition of the human
fetus , then perhaps doctors will realize that nature gives the fetus pain and
fear in order to warn us that harm is being done, a life is being threatened.
If the medical community recognizes fetal pain, then it must come to the
conclusion that a physician whose duty is to alleviate the human condition
would be living contrary to the purpose of his vocation by performing an
abortion.
The views of pain and suffering expressed by Selzer, Chekhov, Camus,
and Greene could be interpreted to explain why humans become
indifferent and isolated from the human condition, Perhaps some
physicians are indifferent to pain. If so, I offer this literary explanation
which provides reasons why abortion would not be inconsistent with their
indifference. These writers also provide solutions to human apathy which
are helpful to physicians as well as all men. The example of Dr. Ragin
shows that a man apathetic to the sick often eventually becomes a patient
himself and suffers. As in Ragin's case, his lesson came too late. For
Querry, the need to experience the human condition became overwhelming
and he took an extreme measure that resulted in tragedy. His was a lesson
of suffering learned too late. Rieux's attitude must be the model if
physicians are to humanely survive in a world with increasing technology,
competition and the continual factor of suffering which cannot be ignored.
Future physicians might focus on curing their own indifference and
monitoring the apathy of other doctors before attempting to alleviate the
human condition.
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